A smart vision of brain hacking
Inception is a visionary science-fiction film that does for dreaming what The Matrix did for virtual reality in 1999. It is directed by Christopher Nolan, who brought us Memento (2000) , one of the best cinematic depictions of how it is to live with severe amnesia, and Batman Begins (2005) .
Central to the film is a fictional technology that combines a powerful sedative with electronic gadgetry to enable one dreamer to enter the dream of another and manipulate its content. Dom Cobb (Leonardo Di Caprio) is a mind hacker, a specialist hired by corporations to extract secrets illegally from the minds of his targets. He also has a past that haunts him. Cobb is given the arduous task of inception -to covertly plant an idea in the subconscious of Robert Fischer, the heir to an industrial fortune, played by Cillian Murphy.
The film's premise is that ideas are unstoppable once they have taken seed, and can affect the world more than physical objects do. For example, the idea of communism shaped history in the twentieth century, and the concept of a code drove Francis Crick to look for a way in which proteins could be encoded by DNA.
To carry out the job, Cobb assembles a team, inclu ding architecture student Ariadne, played by Ellen Page. During their preparation, the first of the film's breathtaking visuals occur: while dreaming, Ariadne bends and folds the streets of Paris, in a look that is a stunning homage to the artist M. C. Escher.
The characters inhabit nested dream worlds, falling asleep in one to enter the nextmanipulating a dream inside a dream inside a dream, and so on. At the final level is the unconscious psyche of Cobb. It is the majestic, crumbling dominion of Cobb's construct of his loving yet vengeful deceased wife Mal (Marion Cotillard), a creature of Freudian aggression, guilt and regret.
Intelligent scripting makes Inception vastly more engaging than a run-of-the-mill heist story. The film appeals to me, as a scholar seeking to understand how the physical brain is linked to the ineffable conscious mind, and as a neuro engineer designing interfaces to read out a person's innermost thoughts, because it suggests that the mind might be both read out and written into -two-way brain hacking.
The film also accurately reflects the phenom en ology of dreams: physical laws can be ignored, such as when gravity is suspended after the team enters Fischer's dream; time moves faster than in reality; intense emotion can be felt; memory of dream events is absent; and external stimuli can be incorporated into the dream narrative before awakening.
Neuroscientists are beginning to link these qualities of dreams to the underlying neurophysiology, through whole-brain imaging and electrode recording of neural activity in patients with epilepsy. However, in real life, all but the rare lucid dream lacks the feeling of voluntary action, or agency or control. This absence perhaps reflects the partial suppression of regions of the parietal cortex, a brain region that has been linked to the feeling of willing an action, during rapid-eye-movement sleep.
Inception is a game changer: a smart, megabudget Hollywood product that does not pander to its audience. Even weeks later, it leaves me with the queasy feeling that perhaps we too are merely dreaming. As the psychologist Havelock Ellis said, "Dreams are real as long as they last. 
